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if cities or counties were given the authority to turn down applications when

approval of the application would conflict with local comprehensive plans.

It was hypothesized that cities at some point would probably exercise such

authority on property zoned residential or commercial/industrial, but would

probably not exercise it on property that is presently zoned agricultural.

However, the example of Rosemount cited above seems to indicate that,

in that city at least, there is no relationship between agricultural zoning

and long-term agricultural use potential. Much of Rosemount is rural in

character and likely will not be developed for residential or commercial

use for decades, if ever. Yet all of the Green Acres farmland in Rosemount

is zoned for urban use. Thus it appears that one cannot safely use zoning

data to meet the objective of estimating the quantity of Green Acres property

that would be refused the option of use-value assessment in Dakota County.
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Platted Lands

Of the 750 parcels of property enrolled in Green Acres in Dakota County

in 1976, 163 parcels were platted lands, i.e., property that had been .sub­

divided into residential lots. These parcels are generally much smaller in

size than unplatted Green Acres property. While the 163 platted parcels

constitute twenty-two percent of the total number of parcels, they account

for only 498 acres, or 1.7% of the Green Acres property in the county.

Many of the platted parcels were subdivided years ago, some as far back

as the last century. Nearly half of the platted parcels were platted before

1960. Many of these cases are examples of developers' plans gone awry, the

land remaining in agricultural use long past the time when the subdivider

had envisioned the construction of residences on the site.

Fifty-three percent of the platted parcels now on Green Acres have been

subdivided since 1972. In most of these cases a farmer-owner continues to

operate the land as a farm, often selling one or two of the subdivided lots

each year. This type of developer has a distinct economic advantage over

the non-farmer developer, since for each lot taxes are reduced and special

local assessments are deferred until the lot is sold.

Divided Parcels

Frequently owners of property assessed according to the provisions of

the Green Acres Law will sell a portion of a parcel, usually for construction

of one or more residences. These sales should not be confused with the sale

of a subdivision lot, in which case the entire parcel is sold.

When a parcel is divided, the assessor must apportion the assessed

valuation between the portion sold and the portion retained. Deferred special

assessments and three years' back taxes attributable to the parcel sold then

fall due, but the unsold portion remains on Green Acres, provided the
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qualification requirements are still met (size over ten acres, etc.).

Data was collected on the number and size of these land divisions from

the assessor's field cards for 1972 through 1976. This data is of interest

because such divisions usually signal the beginnings of a change in predominate

land use from agricultural to urban for a given area. Occasionally a lot is

sold from a parcel to construct a residence for a relative who will join in

the farming operation or for a farm employee, but more often the sale is to

an unrelated individual who desires a rural home. In some cases a division

occurs almost annually, with the size of the farm diminishing steadily.

Of the 750 land parcels assessed according to the Green Acres Law in

Dakota County in 1976, 78 parcels--ten percent--had been divided at least

once between 1972 and 1976. Of this number, two parcels were divided four

or more times; seven parcels were divided three times; and fifteen parcels

were divided twice, for a total of 113 separate divisions.

The size of parcels sold in this manner totalled 1231.2 acres, for an

average size of 10.9 acres. Median size was 6.0 acres. The land sold

ranged in size from 0.1 acres to 139.1 acres for the 113 sales. The same

data on divided parcels can also be examined by owner. Of the 322 owners,

67 or nearly 21% sold a part of their Green Acres parcels from 1972 to 1976.

The average amount of land sold was 18.4 acres per owner, and the average

size of sale per owner was 13.5 acres.

The cities containing the greatest amount of land sold in this fashion

were Inver Grove Heights (308 acres) and Apple Valley (272 acres); Mendota

Heights had the greatest percentage of its enrolled lands sold - 64%.
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VII. USE OF GREEN ACRES LAW IN COUNTIES NOT LOCATED
WITHIN OR ADJACENT TO TWIN CITIES METROPOLITAN AREA

Of the sixteen Hinnesota counties that were using the Hinnesota "Green

Acres" Law (Hinnesota Statutes 273.111) in 1977, only four Here located at

some distance from the THin Cities metropolitan area. The remaining twelve

were comprised of the seven counties that are included in the metropolitan

area, plus five counties located in the first ring of counties around the

Twin Cities metropolitan area.*

As part of this effort to provide legislators with information regard-

ing the Green Acres Law, the use of the law in the four non-metropolitan

counties was examined. These are Blue Earth, Clay, Lyon, and Stearns. Each

county contains a large city, and it is in or near these cities that county

assessors have differentially assessed agricultural land by implementing

the Green Acres Law.

In this section data on Green Acres properties in each of the four

counties is presented, and parcels are mapped. Hap III, on page 40,

illustrates the location of these four counties and the largest city in

each.

Blue Earth County

Blue Earth County had five property O\Vllers participating in the Green

Acres program in 1976. These people o\Vlled a total of 217 acres. Seven

parcels of property Here covered, three of which Here located in Hankato

TO\Vllship, with the remaining four located in the City of Hankato. The

location of these parcels is shown on Hap IV, page 41. Hankato had a

1970 population of 30,895.

*According to the Department of Revenue Office Hemorandum from John E.
Berglund, Senior Research Analyst, to Arthur C. Roemer, Commissioner,
March 10, 1977.
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~mp IV. GREEN ACRES PROPERTY IN
BLUE EARTH COUNTY, MINNESOTA, 1976

(CITY OF MANKATO AND VICINITY)
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Specific information about Green Acres property, by owner, is shown

in Table 12. Note that the taxes paid by these o~vners were reduced by

$12,946 by the Green Acres provisions, or 74.4 percent. This tax reduction

amounts to an average of $59.52 per acre. The tax reduction is less than

1/10 of one percent of the net tax payable for Blue Earth County in 1976.

In addition, $9,039 in special local assessments was deferred for later

payment.

TABLE 12

Green Acres Program Blue Earth County
1976 Tax Year (Payable 1977)

Market Agricultural Special
Acres Market Agricultural Value Value . Tax Local

Owner Owned Value Value Tax Tax Reduction Assessments

A 44.8 $ 88,692 $ 44,482 $ 2,241 $1,124 $1,117 $ 681

B 17.0 33,008 9,735 812 239 573 -0-

C 99.76 190,616 65,076 4,236 1,188 3,048 -0-

D 12.17 79,943 23,148 2,640 487 2,153 3,861

E 43.79 187,103 35,560 7,476 1.4Z1 6,055 4,497

Total 217.52 $579,362 $178,001 $17,405 $4,459 $12,946· $ 9,039

Mean 43.50 $115,872 $ 35,600 $ 3,481 $ 892 $ 2,589 $ 3,013*

* Mean value is only for owners having special local assessments
against their property. Those with no special local
assessments excluded.

Clay County

There is one parcel in Clay County that is assessed under the provisions

of the Green Acres Law. This parcel is located within the city of Moorhead,

as sho~vn on Map V, page 43. The property is completely surrounded by

commercial development. The 1970 population of Moorhead was 29,687.
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MAP V. GREEN ACRES PROPERTY IN
CLAY COUNTY, MINNESOTA, 1976

(CITY OF MOORHEAD)
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This prbperty is 37.62 acres in size. Its estimated market value was

$564,000 while the limited agricultural value was $9,900 (1976 taxes, pay-

able 1977). The tax due in 1977 was $327.56, using the agricultural value.

Tax due on this property would have been $18,661 had the parcel been

assessed at market value.

There were also special assessments levied against this parcel, but

the owner evidently elected to pay these rather than have them deferred.

The assessments totalled $30,325, of which $6,950 had been paid as of 1976.

Lyon County

All Green Acres parcels in Lyon County in the 1976 tax year were located

within or near the city limits of Marshall, a city with a 1970 population

of 10,215. The locations of Green Acres property in 1976 is illustrated

by Map VI, page 45. There were 39 such parcels, accounting for 1899 acres,

and held by 22 owners.

The mean amount of Green Acres land held per O\Viler in 1976 was 86.33

acres. The smallest total of land held by any owner was 13.18 acres. The

owner with the largest amount of land assessed according to the Green Acres

Law held 231.5 acres. Table 13 is a frequency distribution of size of

holdings enrolled on Green Acres.

TABLE 13

Frequency Distribution of Number of Acres
Differentially Assessed by Owner,

Lyon County, 1976

Size Range (Acres)

10 - 19.9
20 - 29.9
30 - 39.9
40 +

No. of Owners

2
3
1

16

Total Acreage
In Size Range

29.32
62.00
32.32

1775.71
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~ffiP VI. GREEN ACRES PROPERTY IN
LYON COUNTY, MINNESOTA, 1976

(CITY OF MARSHALL AND VICINITY)
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Table 13 gives financial information regarding Green Acres property

in Lyon County. In some cases the Green Acres property is carried on the

same legal description as other property which is not enrolled on Green Acres.

Thus the assessment values as reported by the County Assessor cannot be

simply converted to a "per acre" or "per owner" basis.

TABLE 14

Green Acres Program,
Lyon County, 1976 Tax Year

Limited Market (High) Value of Land Only

Limited Agricultural (Low) Value of Land Only •

• $1,578,632

• • $1,007,456

Average Reduction in Assessed Value per owner .

Stearns County

• 0 • • . $ 25,963

Stearns County in 1976 had 385 acres in six parcels assessed under the

provisions of the Green Acres Law. All were located in St. Cloud Township,

south of and adjacent to the city of St. Cloud. as shown on Map VII, page 47.

St. Cloud in 1970 had a population of 42,223.

The six Green Acres parcels were held by four owners. Specific infor-

mation about the property enrolled in the Green Acres program is given in

Table 15. Note that the taxes paid by the four owners were reduced by a

total of $977, or by 36.8 percent of the amount that would have been due

without the Green Acres Law. This tax reduction amounts to an average

reduction of $2.54 per acre.

..



:HAP VII.
GREEN ACRES PROPERTY

IN STEARNS COUNTY, MINNESOTA
1976
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TABLE 15
!

Green Acres Program
Stearns County

1976 Tax Year (Payable 1977) t

Market
Acres Market Agricultural Value Agricultural

Owner Owned Value Value Tax Value Tax

A 207.10 $ 62,563 $40,046 $1,371 $ 878

B 91. 55 22,600 21,600 495 473

C 46.73 22,940 9,000 503 197

D 39.64 12,946 5,840 284 128

Total 385.02 $121,049 $76,486 $2,653 $1,676

Mean 96.26 $ 30,262 $19,122 $ 663 $ 419

The use of Green Acres assessment practices is likely to be more wide-

spread in Stearns County in the upcoming year, according to the county

assessor. The recent opening of the Interstate Highway 94 bypass on the

southwest side of St. Cloud has placed development pressure on much of the

farmland that is near the highway, especially in the vicinity of interchanges.

As market value assessments are raised to reflect these new pressures,

farmers are expected to apply for Green Acres differential assessment on

their property.

Green Acres Law in Non-metropolitan Minnesota: Conclusions

It is readily apparent that the GreenAcres Law assessment practices

are not widely used in non-metropolitan Minnesota. It is difficult to

account for this fact. It would appear that virtually any farmland located

adjacent to a growing city'would have an increment of value owing to its

development potential, over and above its value for agricultural purposes.

If this is the case, are assessors pegging the property value at this
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higher value, as required by law, with landowners paying the accompanying

higher taxes? Or are assessors affording a de facto Green Acres assessment

value to such properties, without the required payback feature and other

restrictions contained in the Green Acres Law?

To definitively answer these questions would require further research

that is beyond the scope of this study. However, it seems reasonable to

postulate that development patterns around cities such as Marshall and

Mankato, where the Green Acres Law is being used, are not markedly

different from development patterns in other cities of comparable size

in farming areas. If this is indeed the case, it is quite possible that

use-value assessment is being applied to farmland without the restrictions

contained in the Green Acres Law. This implies that a number of taxpayers

are being treated unfairly, particularly those landowners in jurisdictions

that are enrolled in the Green Acres program, and are subject to the

rollback penalty upon 'sale or development of their property.
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VIII. DIFFERENTIAL ASSESSMENT OF OPEN SPACE LAND IN DAKOTA COUNTY

The Minnesota Open Space Property Tax Law, Minnesota Statutes Section

273.112, provides for assessment of property according to its value as

private outdoor, recreational, open space, or park land without regard to

its development potential. This law is similar to the Green Acres Law,

but is applied to golf or ski areas rather than farmland.

One of the objectives of this study was to examine the use of the

Open Space Property Tax Law, evaluating the impact of the repeal of the

law, as was proposed in H.F. 1269. For this reason data was collected in

Dakota County on property qualifying for differential assessment under the

provisions of this law.

While there are thirteen golf and ski areas in Dakota County that

qualify for differential assessment, only one had applied and was enrolled

in the program as of the 1976 tax year. Thus very little analysis can be

undertaken at this time. However, for the 1977 tax year, all thirteen

qualifying establishments will be enrolled, as a result of a recent decision

reached by the County Assessor. Estimates of the market value and open

space value were obtained for each of these establishments for 1976 taxes,

even though most were not in the program.

In order to qualify for differential assessment, a golf or ski area

must be five or more acres in size. and either:

• open to the public,

• operated by business for the benefit of employees or guests, or

• operated by private clubs having 50 or more members.

Qualifying property is assessed preferentially for tax purposes at use-value.

If the use changes, a penalty is imposed equal to the tax reduction received

over the previous seven years. Special local assessments are not deferred.
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The market values of the thirteen open space establishments in 1976

ranged from $4500 to $6500 per acre. The open space value for these lands

in Dakota County in that year was set at $2200 per acre by the Assessor.

Table 16 shows the 1976 assessed values for each of the establishments

that will qualify for Open Space treatment in the 1977 tax year. Open Space

values are calculated using a value of $2200 per acre, county-wide.

Establishment liB" is the golf course that had applied and was enrolled in

the Open Space program in 1976. Taxes on this golf course were reduced from

$3140 (market value) to $2086 (open space value), for a tax reduction of

$1054, or 33.6% of the market value tax. This tax reduction equals $30.11

per acre.

The limited market value of the Open Space property in Dakota County

totals $5,772,775, as compared to limited Open Space values totalling

$2,408,652. Thus assessed valuations in the county will have been reduced

on the order of $3.4 million in the 1977 tax year as a result of the Open

Space Property Tax Law. This compares to a reduction in valuations on

farm property in the Green Acres program of slightly less than $21 million

in 1976 •



-52-

( . ..



-53-

IX. CONCLUDING RECO~lliENDATIONS

Recommendation: That the legislature address the question of sporadic

application of the Green Acres Law over the state and within jurisdictions.

The fact that some counties or cities apply the law and others do not in

comparable situations makes for inequitable treatment of taxpayers.

Recommendat ion: That the Legislature consider witholding Green Acres

benefits from landowners who are gradually selling house lots from their

farms, whether subdivided or not. Such persons obtain a substantial unfair
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advantage over land developers who are unable to qualify for Green Acres

coverage. It is of dubious value to local jurisdictions to forego tax

revenue and defer the payment of special assessments for the sake of per­

petuating the "farming" operation of a farmer-developer.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Agricultural Land--Land devoted to the production of food or fibre from
animal or plant sources. Sometimes includes timber land, waste land,
unusable wild land, and land included in federal farm programs.

Agricultural Value--The value of agricultural land solely for agricultural
purposes. Does not include increments of value due to non-agricultural
market forces, e.g., potential for urban development.

Assessment--The act or practice of determining the value of property for
the purpose of levying ad valorem property taxes. See "Special Local
Assessment" for a different shade of meaning for this word.

Differential Assessment--The practice of determining the value of real
property for tax purposes at a different level if special criteria are
met than would otherwise be the case. Green Acres property is differentially
assessed as compared to non-Green Acres agricultural property of similar
value and location.

Limited Value--Minnesota Statutes Section 273.11, Subdivision 2, Clause
(a) places a ceiling on the amount by which assessed values of property
can increase in a single year. In 1976 this limit was placed at the greater
of 1) ten percent of the value of the property determined in the preceding
assessment, or 2) one-fourth of the increase in valuation. Any excess over

. this maximum increase must be entered in subsequent years. "Limited Market
Value," "Limited Agricultural Value," or "Limited Open Space Value" refer
to values placed on property that are increasing in value at a rate such
that the valuation increase has been held down to the maximum allowable
increase pursuant to Section 273.11.

Market Value--The value of real estate determined according to the price
the property would bring if sold on the free market. Sale price is con­
sidered to be equivalent to market value if the sale takes place between
a willing seller and a willing buyer who are unrelated to one another.

Open Space Value--The value of open space property determined solely for
open space use. Does not include increments of value due to other market
forces, such as potential for urban development.

Rollback Tax--The tax that must be paid when property is sold or developed
that previously was accorded differential assessment. Normally the rollback
tax is equivalent to the tax reduction obtained by virtue of differential
assessment over a specified period of time, e.g., the three previous years
in the case of Green Acres property.

Special Local Assessment--A tax levied against real property to finance
services or improvements that have been provided by a local unit of
government. Normally the amount of a special local assessment is related
to the cost of the improvement apportioned among the landowners who have
benefitted. Thus, the magnitude of special local assessments does not
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directly depend upon the value of the affected real estate, but may vary
according to other factors such as size of the property or front footage.

Use Value--rhe value of real estate determined.solely according to its
current use. The use value of agricultural land is its "Agricultural
Value" (see above).


